No, says Stanley Tambiah, an anthropologist at the University of Rochester, New York. Tambiah, speaking on the occasion of the Lewis Henry Morgan lecture series (in four talks that are the source of this short book) firmly debunks the conventional wisdom.
For one thing, Tambiah notes that the evolutionary viewpoint contains a built-in class bias.
"In plotting the history of the demarcation between magic, science, and religion in Western thought we ought to remind ourselves all the time of the necessary gaps between the elite conceptions of the intelligensia-scientists, theologians, dogmatists-and the masses at large for whom intellectual hairsplitting was less important than the tasks of practical living and of everyday realities."
If elites are the "early adopters" of new movements like monotheism or science, the great unwashed are often reluctant to give up the old ways. Tambiah suggests that one reaction to the Enlightenment was a popular "counterculture" of paganism and folk magic.
Even for the elite, the distinction between magic, religion, and science isn't necessarily clear. There's ample evidence that some of the great names of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment-Giordano Bruno, Kepler, Copernicus, Isaac Newton-had one foot (at least) firmly planted in the irrational. Most people today automatically assume that science and reason are superior to magic and the occult, but the distinction wasn't at all clear to the men who gave us the scientific age. Kepler studied astrology. Newton studied alchemy. Our heroes of enlightenment weren't schizophrenic; they used whatever tool they deemed right for a particular job. One day it might be a telescope, the next day a talisman inscribed with astral charms. To the Trobriand Islanders, magic and technology were equally important, and they often joined to accomplish a practical goal. For example, the cultivation of sweet potatoes-a big part of the Trobriand diet-involved equal parts of gardening and ritual. To the Trobrianders, the agriculture and the magic were part of one thing: "growing sweet potatoes." As Malinowski put it:
"The association between technical pursuit and its magical counterpart is… very close, and to the natives essential. The sequence of technical stages, on the one hand, and of rites and spells, on the other, run parallel." Unfortunately, his work is hampered by a verbose, rambling style that makes his ideas hard to follow. The organization of the book itself-perhaps as a result of its origins in a lecture series-is scattered and confusing. It's hard to find what you want without a lot of page-turning.
Still, for those with an interest in the subject, this is a very worthwhile book.
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